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By Joyce Gariepy 

The number of hotels and motor inns 
operating in Alberta has kept ‘pace with 
increasing numbers of travellers in Ca- 
nada’s West, but few-of them can boast 
so successful a venture as the Sawridge 
Motor Hotel in the town of Slave Lake, 
22 hours drive north of Edmonton. 

Owned and operated by the Sawridge 
Indian band, this first native-owned 
hotel in Canada, has been emphatically 
profit-oriented from the start. Built in 
1972 with an assistance grant from the 
federal government and a loan from 
Alberta, the Sawridge was an immediate 
money-maker. Within a year of opening, 
the motel doubled it’s capacity to 60 
rooms and two executive suites, “to meet 
the fantastic demand for rooms”; within 
two years had added a spacious tavern 
— cabaret beverage room and dance 
floor — licenced to serve 240 persons. 
Late in 1977 came plans for a second 
Sawridge Motor Inn, totally free from 
government subsidy, in Jasper National 
Park in the Canadian Rockies. 

In just over five years, this small 
band of less than 50 members has suc- 
ceeded in the whiteman’s market place 
and is in the enviable position of raising 
enough cash flow to finance a $4 million 
expansion plan. 

Understandably, the Sawridge people 
are exceedingly pleased. Prior to 1968, 
the Sawridge band was administered by 
the federal government. “Our people 
were working” recalls their Chief, Walt- 
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The dining room of the Sawridge Hotel. The large white circle in centre is plaque 
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of medalion commemorating signing of Treaty #8. 


er Twinn, “but we didn’t have any- 
thing.” 

The band’s reserve, skirting Lesser 
Slave Lake in northern Alberta, was the 
site of Imperial Oil exploration in the 
mid-1960s, resulting in the discovery of 
three oil wells which are generating 
about $50,000 a year in revenue. 


Invested in land 


Under Chief Twinn’s guidance, the 
band invested revenue from the oil roy- 
alties in a 27-acre parcel of land adja- 
cent to the highway leading to the town 
of Slave Lake. 

“Almost immediately, the real estate 
prices soared”, he said. The property, 
reportedly purchased for about $21,000 
tripled in value and in 1970 the land was 
rezoned for commercial development. 

The band council applied successfully 
for a $215,000 capital grant from the 
Department of Regional Economic Ex- 
pansion (DREE). The Alberta Commer- 
cial Corp. approved a $290,000 mort- 
gage loan, and the band invested anoth- 
er $125,000 from the oil revenue. The 
Department of Indian Affairs provided 
interim financing, a grant of $22,000 for 
professional services which included a 
feasibility study, architect’s and ac- 
countant’s fees, plus a $14,000 manage- 
ment grant to assist with the first year’s 
operation. 

For the first time in Canada, an 
Indian band had bought off-reserve land 


for a large business venture. In Septem- 
ber, 1972, the first Indian owned motel 
in Canada was open for business. 


Indian decor motif 


Built of steel frame and voncrete 
block construction, the modern facility 
tastefully melds 20th century comfort 
with ancient Indian decor. Much of the 
motel construction was built by the men 
of the Sawridge band. A montage by 
Indian artist Lloyd Caibaisai dominates 
the Drum Room, a cocktail lounge 
accommodating 50 persons. A replica of 
the silver medal given by Queen Victoria 
to commemorate the signing of Treaty 
#8 in 1899, by the Cree people (the 
Sawridge band are Cree) is the central 
theme of the Medallion dining room 
which comfortably accommodates 75 at 
a seating. The Peace Pipe room for 
banquets or meetings, the Sawridge 
Grill and Coffee Shop, the Tavern, and 
the !obby, all feature Indian artifacts 
and photographs of the early history of 
the Slave Lake area. 

The motel is usually fully booked, 
even in winter, with commercial travel- 
lers on oil companies’ business, sports- 
men who come to hunt for big game or 
fish, tourists heading into Peace River 
country. Business is so good, according 
to one motel employee, “we've turned 
down oil company offers to reserve 
blocks of rooms for a long period of time 
because they want a discount, and we 
don’t need their business.” 
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About 30% of the Sawridge Motel 
staff are indians or Metis from the area 
and native people are given priority 
when jobs are available. 


Objectives achieved 


According to an official of the 
Department of Indian Affairs, providing 
employment opportunities for people in 
the Slave Lake area was a major consid- 
eration in granting the band federal 
assistance for the project. Alberta and 
Ottawa allotted both money and direc- 
tion through assistance grants and in- 
centive programs to change the economy 
and life-styles in this highly depressed 
area of the country, he said. Where 
unemployment and welfare rolls once 


were among the highest in the province, 


new industry and job training has re- 
duced unemployment and welfare to low 
margins. 

Incentives, primarily directed by 
DREE were largely responsible for mak- 
ng the Sawridge Motel possible. The 
zovernment absorbed some of the start- 
up costs and provided some of the work- 
ng capital and the staff training, but the 
lepartment spokesman credits Chief 
Walter Twinn with the operation’s suc- 
seSs. 
“The band received several thousand 
ollars under various government pro- 
trams”, he said, “but it was Walter 
[winn — a shrewd businessman, a 
cnowledgeable man — who has enabled 


tart. He built it with the idea of 
roviding employment for his people, 
mut he operates it as a business. If an 
mployee doesn’t work out, he hires 
mebody else who is better qualified, 
yhether or not that person is a native.” 


w self-financing 


From the outset, the Sawridge band 
ias been striving to make its operation 
elf-financing — a point it has now 
eached according to Chief Twinn. The 
enture also aimed to produce social 
venefits for the band and Chief Twinn 
roudly states there is virtually no one 
n welfare and band morale is high. 

Twinn says the band has learned 
om the Slave Lake experience and will 
ply much of this knowledge to the 
per venture. The Jasper Sawridge 
Motor Inn is expected to cost between 
34% and $4 million. The men of the 
awridge band will construct the 
20-room building and, as at Slave 
ake, Indian motif will be dominant in 
e architecture and the interior design 
ill feature the crafts of Indian artists. 
Although there will be similarities 
2tween the Sawridge Slave Lake, and 
jawridge Jasper Park, there will also be 
‘fferences. 

Jasper is a major tourist centre, ex- 
ains the Chief, and the clientele will 


he Sawridge to make a profit from the © 


expect amenities which are unnecessary 
at Slave Lake and a very high standard 
of service to compete with the long 
established accommodation in the town, 
Chief Twinn sees the new motor inn as a 
year-round resort hotel and plans to 
offer off-season rates to encourage 
guests to vacation at the motel in every 
month of the year along with special! ski 
package accommodation during the 
peak winter/spring ski seasons. Permits 
and approval of the plans are expected 
in time for construction to begin in the 
early spring. They expect work to be 
complete in time for a late summer or 
fall opening. 


Need staff training 


is the intention to hire, whenever 
possible, native people to staff the motel, 
primarily from the Slave Lake area, and 
next from other Alberta reserves. But 
this is not always practical, says Chief 
Twinn, explaining that there is a major 
difficulty in maintaining a high standard 
when employees lack job skills and have 
no good examples to follow. 

“Needless to say, many of our people 
lack hotel job skills”, he said, and it is 
often difficult to develop these skills on 
the job. Few had ever worked in a hotel. 
At the outset, the turnover rate was high 
but it has declined as- the employees 
have gained experience in their jobs and 
confidence in their ability to work 
competently. : 

At present, a nucleus of experienced 
hotel/restaurant personnel manages the 
Sawridge in Slave Lake, and similar key 
people will be hired to head the Jasper 
operation. To pass on total responsibility 
to people who have had limited experi- 
ence is to invite failure, Mr. Twinn said. 

But, his hope for the future would be 
a training centre where Indians could 
upgrade their skills and be trained to 
take over the management of several of 
the motel operations. 

Chief Twinn said such a school could 
not be financed by the band alone, but 
with the help of Manpower and similar 
government agencies and subsidies, the 
dream could become reality. = 


TORONTO EATON CENTRE 
the largest department store in 
Canada, Nine shopping levels 
. . . three below street level and 
six above .. . And, besides offer- 
ing a world of beautiful mer- 
chandise for sale, EATON also 
offers various restaurants to 
satisfy the palates of their valued 
customers. In fact, EATON has 
seating capacities for over 2000 
diners. That means approximate- 
ly 4000 to 6000 servings per 
day. That’s a lot of food... 
and a lot of soiled dishes. Blakes- 
lee diswashers have been selected 
to do the diswashing-job. . 
NATURALLY. 


MANUFACTURERS OF 


AND KITCHEN EQUIPMENT. 


BLAKESLEE 
Since 1880 


G.S. Blakeslee & Co. of Canada Ltd. 
66 Crockford Blvd. 
Scarborough, Ontario M1R3C3 
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